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NATIVE SON By Carl Nolte 


Golden Gate swimmers defy chill, age 


There may be tougher 
athletic feats, longer 
races, bigger challenges, 
but swimming the Gold- 
en Gate is like nothing 
else in the world. 

A swimmer has the 
Pacific Ocean on one 
side, San Francisco Bay 
on the other, and the 
graceful Golden Gate 
Bridge soaring overhead. 
The true athletes are out 
there in a swimsuit, 
nothing else, depending 
on their own strength. 

“You have a feeling of 
how small we are and 
how big the forces of 
nature are,” said Laura 
Burtch, who has made 
the Golden Gate swim 
many times. “When you 
swim the Golden Gate it 
is really clear that you 
are into something big. 
There is a meeting place 
of the bay and a very 
large ocean. It is so beau- 
tiful, and it is never the 
same.” 

The course runs from 
Fort Point in San Fran- 
cisco to Lime Point in 
Marin, seven-eighths of a 
mile. 

The Gate is narrow, 
but the long ocean swell 
rolls in from the far Pa- 
cific and the current 
flows through it stronger 
than a river. The water is 
never still. It swirls in 
tide rips and is whipped 
by the wind. Burtch has 
swum the English Chan- 








“No matter what changes there are 
in life, the bay and the water are 
always there. You always feel you 
are alive, let me tell you.” 


Suzanne Heim-Bowen, 10-time winner of Golden Gate swim 


nel three times, but the 
Golden Gate, she says, 
has “very different wa- 
ters.” 

Burtch will be among 
the 100 members of San 
Francisco’s Dolphin Club 
to swim the Golden Gate 
on Saturday, Sept. 16, 
which is the 100th anni- 
versary of the club’s first 
organized Golden Gate 
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swim, on a fall day back 
in 1917. 

Twenty-four men 
made that first swim, 
and the winner was 
Henry Koch, a man ev- 
erybody called “Doc.” He 
made it across in 26 min- 
utes and 51 seconds, not 
a bad time, all things 
considered. Not long 
afterward, Koch joined 
the Army and served in 
the trenches in World 
War I. 

Dolphin Club mem- 
bers have made the swim 
most every year since, 
interrupted only by 
World War II, and once 
or twice by impenetrable 
fog or dangerous sea 
conditions. The Dolphins 
are neither the original 
nor the only Gate swim- 
mers. The first recorded 
Golden Gate swim was 
in 1896, and other orga- 
nizations, notably the 
South End Rowing Club, 
have Gate swims as well. 
But the Dolphins have 
been at it longer and 
have plenty of sea sto- 
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ries. 

Among them is the 
memory of the renowned 
Joe Bruno, who first 
swam the Golden Gate in 
1934 — before the fa- 
mous bridge was fin- 
ished. He made the 
crossing 61 times over 
the years, the last time in 
1993, when he was 80 
years old. 

Joe Illick is the oldest 
man to swim the Gate; 
he made his most recent 
crossing last year, when 
he was 81 He hurt his 
shoulder, so he’s out this 
year. 

There are other feats: 
Dick Rittger won in 1935 
with a time of 25 minutes 
and 53 seconds, besting 
20 other swimmers. And 
Rittger had only one leg. 

Leslie “Buster” Olds, a 
Stanford man from New 
Zealand, set a record in 
1932 with a crossing in 21 
minutes and 47 seconds. 
Olds won two other 
times, but in 1938 got a 
place in Golden Gate 
lore, when he lost a race 
to Blackie the Wonder 
Horse, who swam across 
the Gate on a bet be- 
tween “Shorty” Roberts, 
who owned an Ocean 
Beach restaurant, and 
Bill Kyne, who owned a 
race track. Blackie made 
it in 23 minutes and 15 
seconds. 


Daily Derby Race time: 1:46.53 
First 10 Solid Gold 
Garand 1 Gald Riich 





Page: A2 





Photos by Lea Suzuki / The Chronicle 


Above: Bob McKenzie, a member of the Dolphin Club, 
prepares to swim in the cold water of Aquatic Park. 


Left: John Robiola returns a boat to the Dolphin Club. 


In 1937, Zada Weed, a 
San Francisco teenager, 
sneaked into the Dolphin 
Club Golden Gate race 
and came close to win- 
ning. The Dolphins held 
out as an all-male bas- 
tion for nearly 100 years, 
and Weed was one of the 
first women to join when 
the barriers fell in 1977. 

Women have become 
enthusiastic members 
and some of the best 
swimmers. Suzanne 
Heim-Bowen has won 
the Golden Gate swim 10 
times, second only to 
Mike Garibaldi, who won 
13 times between 1973 
and 1986. Garibaldi also 
holds the club record for 
time: 18 minutes and 25 
seconds. Heim-Bowen’s 
best time is only 19 sec- 
onds slower. 

But swimming in the 
Golden Gate — or in the 
bay for that matter — is 
not just a sport for the 
swift. “Usually it is the 
last place survivor who 
has fought the hardest 
and longest who gets the 
biggest cheer,” Richard 
Cooper wrote in the club 
newsletter. 

During the swim, the 
Coast Guard requires 
someone in a small boat 
— a pilot — to accompa- 
ny every three swim- 
mers. A good pilot, who 
can show the way, is 
important. 

Not every Dolphin 
swims the Golden Gate. 
Some, like Jon Davis, a 
50-year member, join the 
club for the bay swims 
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simply because they like 
the water and the com- 
pany. 

“There are a group of 
us, men of a certain age, 
mostly retired,” he said. 
“We call ourselves Old 
Goat Swimmers. You 
have to swim to be in our 
group, but you cannot be 
a teetotaler. We believe in 
a snort after every 
swim.” His age? “A 
young 81,” he said. 

Heim-Bowen likes the 
mixing of the genera- 
tions in the club. “Some 
of these old-timers never 
miss a day swimming. 
Never,” she said. She 
admires that. 

She joined when she 
was 20; she is 59 now, 
semiretired as a psychol- 
ogist. 

“No matter what 
changes there are in life, 
the bay and the water are 
always there,” she said. 
“You always feel you are 
alive, let me tell you.” 


Carl Nolte is a San 
Francisco Chronicle 
columnist. His column 
appears every Sunday. 
Email: cnolte@sfchronicle. 
com Twitter: @carlnoltesf 





